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Coronavirus
cautions
impact
spring on
campus
UNIVERSITY LEADERS
IMPLEMENT REMOTE LEARNING,
OTHER ACTIONS DURING
UNPRECEDENTED TIME
James Penive cleans
the Kirkhof Center
as Facilities Services
staff members ramp
up efforts to clean,
sanitize campus
buildings.

Students moving home in March.
Classrooms empty in lieu of remote
learning. Commencement and
other campus events, large and
small, postponed or canceled.

A sign on the
Fieldhouse indicates
the building is closed.
(Kendra Stanley-Mills)

The spread of COVID-19 (coronavirus)
caused university leaders to take quick and
unprecedented action in mid-March and
react fluidly to announcements from state
and local health and governmental officials
and the U.S. Centers for Disease Control.
President Philomena V. Mantella canceled
classes March 12-13, allowing faculty
members to transition to remote learning,
which began March 16 and will continue at
least through June 17.
Mantella said these are challenging times,
and working together will ensure essential
operations continue smoothly. “We will be
together soon, but we need to do our part
and we need to stay positive. We need to
bring a light to the world as Lakers. That’s
the Laker Effect and that’s GV positivity,”
Mantella said.
On these pages are snapshots of how
the university responded to campus
and community needs.
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(Kendra Stanley-Mills)

A CAPPELLA GROUP
SINGS VIRTUAL
MESSAGE OF HOPE
A virtual video message,
put together by a
student a cappella
group to spread hope
and positivity, is being
shared widely on
social media.
Members of Euphoria
said they decided
to be a part of
President Philomena
V. Mantella’s effort to
spread messages of
positivity during these
challenging times
caused by the
COVID-19 pandemic.

SPECTRUM HEALTH
MOVES BEDS,
EQUIPMENT INTO CHS
Gov. Gretchen Whitmer toured
the Cook-DeVos Center for Health
Sciences March 26, as it may
become an alternative care site
for Spectrum Health if needed
during the COVID-19 pandemic.
Preparations for the site have
begun. CHS is located on GVSU’s
Health Campus, across from
Spectrum Health’s Butterworth
Hospital on Michigan Street,
along the Medical Mile in
downtown Grand Rapids.
Leaders from Spectrum Health
said there is space in the building
to accommodate up to 250
hospital beds, if needed.
Whitmer called the agreement
between Spectrum Health and
Grand Valley an “all hands-ondeck strategy” as she continued
to press the need for social
distancing, hand washing and
staying home to help stop the
spread of the virus.
“This is a challenge unlike
anything we have ever seen
before. We have incredible talent
around the state in our health care
systems and our communities,”
Whitmer said. “This partnership
is something that is unique and
needs to be replicated to become
the rule, not the exception.”

The group got creative
in their video as they
sang, “Lean on Me”
by the late Bill Withers.

Gov. Gretchen Whitmer, left, and President Philomena V. Mantella
listen to Tina Freese Decker (not pictured) in the Cook-DeVos Center
for Health Sciences. (Kendra Stanley-Mills)

Whitmer joined President
Philomena V. Mantella and
Tina Freese Decker, president
and CEO of Spectrum Health,
on the tour of CHS.
Mantella said she is proud of
the university and its leaders
to meet the potential needs of
community residents this way.
“It makes me so full of pride and
so full of compassion for those
who are suffering, and ready to
do whatever we can to step in
and lean into this problem so
we can solve it together,”
Mantella said.

Spectrum Health employees
spent the day practicing an
expansion plan into CHS if
more hospital capacity is
necessary. Freese Decker said
the hospital system remains
committed to preparing and
finding solutions to ensure the
health of the community, adding
this contingency agreement
“embodies the West Michigan
culture” of banding together.

Joe Vanarendonk,
president of Euphoria,
said it was difficult for
students, especially
seniors, when the
semester was abruptly
cut short. “Physical
distance doesn’t keep
us from maintaining
communication or
making music.”
He said the Grand
Valley community is
“one you can lean on
and come back to.”
Members of the
Grand Valley State
community are being
encouraged to share
short video messages
on social media with
#GVPOSITIVITY.

CORON AV IRUS C AU T IONS IMPAC T SPRING ON C A MPUS
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REMOTE LEARNING:
FACULTY STORY
Brittland DeKorver was inspired
by the esprit de corps she felt with
her colleagues in the chemistry
department when they started
collaborating on best practices
and creative solutions for teaching
their courses online.
They shared technology tips,
how to optimize their content on
Blackboard, ways they could ensure
students receive tutoring and more.
As DeKorver, assistant professor
of chemistry, did more outreach
with colleagues in other parts of
the country, she saw an opportunity
for them to coalesce around their
shared experience of teaching
online, many of them unexpectedly
as the COVID-19 pandemic
worsened.
DeKorver created a Facebook page,
Strategies for Teaching Chemistry
Online, which in late March had
more than 2,000 followers from
across the nation, and globally from
Israel to Sweden to Malaysia.
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Brittland DeKorver is
pictured in her home office.
(courtesy photo)

And she was pleased, but not
surprised, to see her Grand Valley
colleagues — many of whom are
chemistry education experts — are
among the most active on the page.
“Our department in general
has a really forward-thinking
focus of how to teach chemistry
based on evidence and how to
be adventurous in our practices,”
DeKorver said. “Our department
has taken really quickly to the
idea that we’re going to do
this in a different way.”
For DeKorver, who is teaching
general chemistry, as well as
a capstone class, each day
brings use of tried and true
techniques, as well as improvising
depending on technological or
connectivity factors.

STUDY ABROAD
PROGRAMS CANCELED
In mid-March, study
abroad programs
and courses planned
for the spring term
were canceled.
Later that week,
all summer study
abroad programs
were canceled.
Michael Vrooman,
interim chief
international officer
in the Padnos
International Center,
said students who
made deposits to

GVSU on trips will
be refunded and
PIC staff members
will work with
affected students to
minimize the impact
on their academic
coursework.
In February, study
abroad programs
in Italy, China and
South Korea were
canceled and
students in those
countries were asked
to return to the U.S.
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Sunaide Mack, a fifth-grade teacher
at Martin Luther King Elementary
School and part of the SEED
program, hugs a student.

More than half of the teachers in a
Muskegon Heights district were leaving
within their first year.
A GVSU partnership is changing that.

Tackling
Teacher Turnover
STORY BY DOTTIE BARNES / PHOTOS BY KENDRA STANLEY-MILLS
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A third-grade student at Martin Luther
King Elementary School raises her hand
to answer a question.
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eacher retention statistics
in the Muskegon Heights
Public School Academy
System have been
disheartening, said Arnetta Thompson,
director of Talent Management
for the school district.
Thompson said the district typically
loses more than 30 percent of its teachers
each year, sometimes up to 60 percent,
mainly because of salary. The current
teacher shortage is adding to the problem.
In its 2019 report, the Economic Policy
Institute stated, “The teacher shortage
is real, large and growing ... with highpoverty schools suffering the most from the
shortage of credentialed teachers.”
In the midst of these sobering statistics,
a unique partnership that began last fall
between Grand Valley and the Muskegon
Heights district is offering more than hope.
Through Supporting Emerging Educator
Development, or SEED, the district now
has 13 teachers committed to remaining in
Muskegon Heights schools for at least the
next five years.
The idea for the program came when
James Grant, professor of special
education, was volunteering in the district,
assisting with assessments and reading
instruction. He became more aware of the
challenges the district faced.
Grant pulled together education
experts from Grand Valley and the district,
including members of the Muskegon
and Ottawa County intermediate school
districts. The group developed the SEED
program from a mix of programs offered
at Grand Valley.
SEED, approved by the Michigan
Department of Education, is a two-year
intensive teacher residency program
for people who have already earned a
bachelor’s degree.
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Transforming
education in a
low-performing
district
One year into $15.5M grant,
GVSU’s proven track record helps
Battle Creek students achieve
STORY BY MICHELE COFFILL

The presence of Grand Valley in Battle
Creek extends far beyond its office suite
on West Michigan Avenue in the city’s
business district.
Battle Creek students now in the fifth
grade are considering, with their parents,
enrolling in the new STEM Innovation
Center. Battle Creek Public School teachers
continue to collaborate with Grand Valley
faculty members on a curriculum unique
to the district. Seasoned faculty members
are mentoring new teachers. Staff at an
outreach center are assisting residents
with college and career advising, and
talent development.
This action stems from a $15.5
million grant Grand Valley received from
the W.K. Kellogg Foundation to partner
with BCPS and help, as one person said,
aid “the culture of vitality” in Battle Creek.
And it’s only the first year of a five-year
commitment.
La June Montgomery Tabron, president
and CEO of the W.K. Kellogg Foundation,
said this grant dovetails on the $51 million
grant from WKKF to BCPS to support
quality education while bridging the
racial and economic divides in the district.
Awarded to the district in 2017, the grant is
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the largest investment WKKF has made
to a school district.
“A culture of vitality speaks to the
overall tone of our community and how
we’re catering to the various interests
around the issues of economic growth
and opportunity,” Tabron said. “They
combine to transform a place into one
where people want to live, work and play.”
Tabron said Grand Valley administrators
and faculty members have proven the
perfect fit to partner with BCPS because
of the university’s demonstrated track
record in advancing STEM programs,
training and supporting teachers.

Reach of the grant
The grant’s focus on offering professional
development and mentoring for teachers is
key to developing a talent pipeline, leaders
said. Considered by Michigan’s Department
of Education as a low-performing school
district, BCPS has struggled to recruit
and retain teachers. The number of BCPS
teachers fell from 361 in 2012-2013 to 330 in
2016-2017. A declining student population (a
loss of nearly 250 students within 10 years)
also means a decrease in per-capita state
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Highlights of the
multifaceted grant
College of
Education offering
professional
development
opportunities
like new teacher
mentoring,
leadership
development

Classroom
assistants
receiving support
to become certified
public school
teachers, and
pipeline programs
bringing more
educators to
Battle Creek

Faculty members
collaborating with
BCPS to design
curriculum for
STEM Innovation
Center

Grand Valley
opening a regional
outreach center in
Battle Creek

BCPS middle
and high school
students attending
Grand Valley
summer camps
focused on STEM,
education

funding, which district leaders said translates to
less money for teacher training.
Kimberly Carter, BCPS superintendent, said
teachers are essential to transforming the district
by advancing excellence in teaching practices,
improving academic achievement and boosting
enrollment. Investing in teachers is equally
important, she added.
“I truly believe our BCPS teachers are the most
dedicated, hard-working educators in Michigan,”
Carter said. “We need to continue to invest in
and retain teachers in this community, while also
attracting more talent to Battle Creek to meet
our hiring needs.”
Paula Lancaster, professor of special education
in the Department of Teaching and Learning, is a
co-principle investigator for the grant. Lancaster
said teacher mentoring has been the most intense
work for the College of Education but perhaps the
most rewarding. Components of the program match
six student teachers from Grand Valley with an
intern consultant, who visits them about 20 times a
year to provide a range of personalized support.

STEM Innovation Center
Kris Pachla, director of Grand Valley’s Regional
Math and Science Center, led a team of faculty
members and BCPS teachers in designing a new
place-based curriculum of five units for the STEM
Innovation Center, a magnet school that opened
last fall in a wing of Battle Creek Central High
School with 50 sixth graders. Additional cohorts will
be added in 2020 and 2021 until the school houses
about 180 students in sixth-eighth grades.
Place-based learning is guided by projects and
meant to keep students highly engaged in solving
problems. Pachla also said it’s meant to weave
through seemingly unrelated subjects like English
and science with connections points.
The first year has gone well, according to district
administrators. Deborah Nuzzi, BCPS director
of secondary education, said sixth graders have
adapted to the curriculum beautifully because
they are engaged. “When students find relevance
in the curriculum and a presentation that allows
them to think and be curious, along with hands-on
exploration, they are willing learners,” Nuzzi said.
Plans over the summer include designing the
seventh grade curriculum, recruiting current fifth
graders and hiring additional teachers for the STEM
Innovation Center, Pachla said

Second year of grant brings
more opportunities
As the grant moves into its second year, dual
enrollment courses will be added for high school
students; an education-focused camp will give
students another summer option; students
interested in health, nursing and education careers
will come to campus for tours; and graduating

seniors interested in health or education can
apply for scholarships to attend Grand Valley.
Jean Nagelkerk, vice provost for health, is
a co-principle investigator for the grant with
Lancaster. Nagelkerk said the Battle Creek
Regional Outreach Center, which formally opened
in January at 8 Michigan Ave. W. (one half-block
from the WKKF headquarters), put a community
face on the university’s presence.
Staff at the outreach center work closely with
high school students from the region on college
applications and financial aid questions. They
also assist area residents with career exploration
and provide community programming.
As a superintendent, Carter wants BCPS
students to grow academically and succeed in
their future pathways. She said the grant and
Grand Valley’s partnership provides avenues for
students to do just that.
“When we launched the collaboration between
GVSU and BCPS, we sought to strengthen our
community and bring access to new higher
education options so that all children and families
can thrive,” Carter said. “We’ve been thrilled to
see how this relationship has already had such
a positive impact on students, teachers and our
broader community.”

Students from Battle Creek Public Schools participate in a 2019
tour of the Allendale Campus. A partnership among GVSU, BCPS
and W.K. Kellogg Foundation was established last year to help
transform education in the district. (courtesy photo)
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From experiment to

EXCELLENCE
25 years of charter schools at GVSU
STORY BY NATE HOEKSTRA / ILLUSTRATION BY CHRISTINE O’BRIEN

In 1993, Michigan lawmakers introduced plans that would provide
educational choice to the state’s K-12 system and passed a law
allowing for the creation of charter schools that would give
families free, innovative options for their children.
At the time, President Emeritus Arend D. Lubbers was inspired
by the prospects that change held for advancing education.
The steps taken over the next few years establishing Grand Valley
as a charter school authorizer has led to 25 years of innovating
and leading change in the public charter academy space.
The growth that followed has led to Grand Valley authorizing
76 charter schools in the 2019-2020 school year, serving more
than 34,000 students across the state in 31 distinct communities,
with students often performing better on average than their
peers in public school districts.

The early years

1993
Michigan lawmakers
introduced plans
that would provide
educational choice
to the state’s
K–12 system

As the charter school movement grew, Lubbers formed a steering
committee to explore the impact that charters could have on
education. He had found during his presidency that competition
and collaboration led to growth in higher education and thought
similar outcomes were possible for the K–12 level.
Lubbers sent a letter to steering committee members asking
for help determining how the university should work in the
charter space.
“The charge to this Board is to help Grand Valley State
University determine our policies regarding charter schools,”

Lubbers wrote. “Should we charter a Grand
Valley State University School? What should
our criteria be if we grant charters to public
school academies? How can we make a
difference in public education?”
Committee members were leaders from
GVSU, K–12 districts and local businesses
and nonprofits. Their findings were positive,
and Lubbers thought the university needed
to lead the way. On June 1, 1995, GVSU
officially became the second university
charter school authorizer in Michigan.

GVSU leads other
authorizers
As an early supporter of the charter
movement, Grand Valley leaders saw a
chance to work with, rather than against,
other authorizers on the formation of
foundational statewide structures. The
combined effort resulted in standardized
compliance measures and accountability
guidelines for all higher education charter
school authorizers to follow, said Rob
Kimball, associate vice president for
charter schools.
The foundational belief that creating
common frameworks for applications and
standards ensured any higher education
institution looking to authorize a school
would be held to the same high standards,
and led to the creation of the Michigan
Council of Charter School Academies.
The MCCSA is composed of leaders from
every university authorizer in Michigan,
and explores new ways to advance charter
school oversight.

Today
GVSU authorizes

3
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GVSU authorized charter schools
opened in 1995: Tri-Valley Academy,
West Michigan Academy of
Hospitality Sciences, and
Excel
S P R I Charter
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76

charter schools
across the state in

31

distinct
communities
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After the groundwork was laid,
Grand Valley opened its first three charter
schools in September 1995: Tri-Valley
Academy, West Michigan Academy of
Hospitality Sciences and Excel Charter
Academy. The schools served about
350 students at the time.
Excel Charter Academy found a strong
footing quickly. The school partnered
with National Heritage Academies,
an education service provider that
emphasized character growth along with
academics. Before long, Excel had an
extensive waiting list.
The school is still full of students
today, and is perennially one of the top
performing K–8 schools in the state. It’s
also a school that has been bold in trying
new ideas that can improve educational
experiences for students and parents.
At the time, though, most charters
only served grades K–8, and the schools
that did provide high school generally
focused on giving students experiences
that would prepare them immediately
for the workforce. The environment left
an opening GVSU would eventually fill:
pioneering college prep academies.
In 1996, GVSU agreed to authorize
Black River Public School, a middle/
high school in Holland founded by
parents. The parents envisioned starting
a school designed to help students excel
in college, even imparting college-going
habits in middle school students. The
school was ahead of its time, striving to
make sure each student was growing and
ready for higher education.
Today, GVSU authorizes 20 charter
schools that offer high school grade
levels. Some schools promote college
readiness by exposing students to
college-level curriculum through
Advanced Placement courses or dual
enrollment. Others task seniors with
semester or year-long projects that
culminate in a presentation in front
of a panel, similar to thesis defense.
While each school may use a unique
preparation method, all are helping
students carve out a path for
succeeding in college, Kimball said.

20

GVSU authorized
charter schools
offer high school
grade levels.

1990s

Tools for success
Throughout the 2000s, Grand Valley’s
Charter Schools Office has developed
tools to help schools succeed. Kimball
said resources on teaching instruction
and professional development were
implemented, along with innovative
financial structures.
In 2003, the CSO established the
Academic Grant to create a chance for
financial support between GVSU as an
authorizer and a particular school. The
grant is awarded based on each school’s
student academic performance and
professional education for teachers and
board members.
Schools can earn grants up to $10 per
student if academic requirements are met.
In 2018-2019, more than $600,000 in grant
funds was distributed, which is unique to
Grand Valley among all higher education
charter authorizers in the nation.
The CSO worked with University
Preparatory Academy in 2006 to add
grades K-5 to the school’s existing portfolio
of middle and high school students,
becoming the first Detroit charter school
to support students from K–12.

A reputation
for excellence
Grand Valley’s Charter Schools office
became the first higher education
institution in the nation to earn
accreditation for its work as a charter
school authorizer in 2015. The process
involved a third-party review team
asserting that the CSO achieved excellence
as an authorizer. The recommendation
for a five-year maximum accreditation
came after interviews with more than
120 stakeholders from the university and
charter schools, along with a detailed
review of evidence that supported GVSU’s
work as an excellent authorizer.
“Accreditation demonstrates the
GVSU’s commitment to strong educational
oversight,” Kimball said.

34,000

GVSU charter public school leaders and
state education representatives meet for
a monthly policy and leadership update.
(courtesy photo)

“It also marked a significant step toward
increasing standards, transparency
and accountability for charter school
authorizers across Michigan and the
nation. GVSU is currently one of only
five higher education institutions to be
accredited for its authorizing practices.”

Recognizing
outstanding
educators
Educators from Grand Valley’s charters
have often been recognized for leadership
in administration and teaching, especially
from the Michigan Association of Public
School Academies.
Each year, MAPSA awards the best
charter school teacher and administrator
in the state; candidates for awards are
based on nominations from parents,
teachers and school leaders. Nominees are
judged on a rigorous scale, and evaluated
by an external panel of judges.
Thirteen educators from GVSUauthorized schools have won since 2002,
when the awards were created. A Grand
Valley teacher and administrator won their
respective awards in both 2016 and 2019.

students across the state attend
GVSU authorized charter schools.

FROM E XPERIMENT TO E XCELLENCE
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FIRST-CLASS
SEATING.
THE EBERHARD CENTER

Our beautifully appointed spaces and inspiring
views will make your next corporate meeting a firstclass event. Featuring beautifully appointed rooms
for five to 500, inspiring views, state-of-the-art
media services, comprehensive catering services,
and complimentary parking. Contact our CMPcertified staff for information and planning support.
616.331.6620 | gvsu.edu/meetatgvsu
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Kris Smith ’13 is owner,
president and founder
of Foundry 13, a fitness
gym in Detroit. Smith
said the accounting and
management classes
she took at Grand Valley
set her up to run a
thriving business.
(Valerie Wojciechowski)
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Empathy for
friend with vision
problems leads
graduate
student to
top honors in
competition

Afo Odhu, a graduate student pursuing
a Doctor of Nursing Practice degree,
won first place in the 3-Minute Thesis
Competition for his research on diabetic
retinopathy. (Adam Bird Photography)

Afokoghene Odhu, who goes by
Afo, was so moved by his friend’s
struggles with vision impairment,
he decided to conduct research on
diabetic retinopathy, a complication
of diabetes that affects the eyes.
Odhu, a graduate student
pursuing a Doctor of Nursing Practice
degree, entered his research in the
3-Minute Thesis competition, an annual
event sponsored by The Graduate School,
and won first place and $500.
“My goal is to increase dilated retinal
screening,” said Odhu. “All Type 2 diabetes
patients are required to get the screening
every year upon diagnosis. This is to help
identify retinopathy early to prevent vision

impairment and blindness through tight
blood sugar control, and blood pressure
and cholesterol management.”
During the February 12 competition, 16
graduate students had three minutes to
present their research to a panel of faculty
judges and could only use one slide as a
visual aid.
Odhu said his reasons for researching
diabetic retinopathy are two-fold: his
interaction with underserved populations
and immigrants during a clinical rotation,
and his friend who is experiencing
vision loss.
“My friend began suffering from vision
loss in his late 20s and he has a lot of
emotional issues because of it,” Odhu
explained. “He has a wife of 20 years who he
has never really seen. And, people tell him,
‘Your son looks so much like you,’ but he
doesn’t know what his son looks like.”
Odhu, who is from Nigeria, came to
Grand Valley for the opportunity to study
health sciences. He earned a bachelor’s
degree in nursing in 2014 and then
immediately began his graduate studies.
Odhu advanced to the Midwest
Association of Graduate Schools
3-Minute Thesis competition.

HIGH SCHOOL ACADEMY EARNS GOVERNOR’S AWARD FOR INNOVATION
The Academy of Hospitality &
Tourism at Ottawa Hills High School
in Grand Rapids has been recognized
by Gov. Gretchen Whitmer for
innovation and collaboration.
The new college-career prep
academy opened in fall 2019 and is
a partnership with Grand Valley’s
Hospitality and Tourism Management
Department, Grand Rapids Public
Schools, Experience Grand Rapids,
and AHC+Hospitality.
Experience Grand Rapids received
the Governor’s Award for Innovative
Tourism Collaboration February 19,
during the 2020 Pure Michigan
Governor’s Conference on Tourism
held in Grand Rapids.
Paul Stansbie, associate dean in
the College of Community and Public
Service, said the academy started with
a cohort of 16 ninth grade students.
“In their first semester, students
have attended an etiquette dinner,
heard from a series of industry guest
speakers, been on a number of site
visits to hotels and industry-related
properties and are now writing
resumes in preparation for future
internships,” Stansbie said.
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Students also took a tour of the
Amway Grand Plaza Hotel and the JW
Marriott in downtown Grand Rapids.
“Many students had never seen the
inside, let alone a behind-the-scenes
look, of luxury hotels like these. The
experiential nature of this type of
hands-on curriculum made them
excited about future careers in the
industry,” Stansbie said.
The academy is in the process
of formalizing an advisory board of
local industry professionals who
will help steer future curriculum,
expand networking opportunities
for students within the academy
and serve as mentors.
Stansbie said, as students
graduate, Grand Valley will
partner with Grand Rapids Public
Schools to explore advanced
placement opportunities into
GVSU degree programs.

George Grant, dean of the College of
Community and Public Service, speaks at
the 2018 announcement for the Academy
of Hospitality and Tourism Management.
(Amanda Pitts)
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Traverse
City program
earns national
recognition
The Physician Assistant
Studies program in
Traverse City received
the Outstanding Credit
Program Award from the
University Professional
and Continuing
Education Association,
recognizing its innovation
and excellence.

‘A borderless museum’: Kemler to
lead galleries and collections with
continued commitment to accessible art
Nathan Kemler is the new
director for Grand Valley’s
Galleries and Collections, a
designation that takes on a
unique significance considering
how vast those galleries and
collections are.
Kemler will oversee a
continuous display of art
throughout 130 buildings
and grounds in six different
locations. About 50 percent of
the 19,000 pieces of art Grand
Valley manages is on display,
Kemler noted. Most museums
have around 10 percent of their
collection on display at any
given time.
“Art is everywhere on
campus. It is a borderless
museum,” Kemler said. “The
stories don’t stop and start, they
are continuous throughout our
community at Grand Valley.
You leave one building and
go into the next and the story
continues.”
That commitment to
surrounding the Grand Valley
community with art and making

it accessible to all is a core
value of the university and an
important reason why Kemler
wanted to lead the Art Gallery.
Kemler replaces founding
director Henry Matthews, who
is now serving as distinguished
university associate, Galleries
and Collections, within
University Development.
Kemler had been serving as
interim director until the recent
permanent appointment.
“I came to Grand Valley for
a particular reason that has
kept me here over the 12 years,
and that is a barrier-free vision
of artwork in public spaces,
which is a core concept I value,”
Kemler said. “I believe art tells
the story of the whole human
experience, therefore I believe
art matters because we matter.
It’s a catalyst for social change.
“What Grand Valley has is a
unique model that is not seen
very often. You cannot move
through Grand Valley without
encountering artwork. I get
excited when I think about

Nathan Kemler
was named
director of Grand
Valley’s Galleries
and Collections
and oversees the
university’s 19,000
pieces of artwork.
(Amanda Pitts)

what this collection is and
what it could be, in particular
how it can be used.”
While at Grand Valley, Kemler
has served as collections
manager, curator of collections
management, assistant director
and then interim director before
this appointment. He said over
a 20-year career in the museum
field, he has worked in every
aspect, from collection care
and curation to working with
community partners
and donors.
As Kemler eyes what’s next,
he said digital initiatives and big
data will be critically important
to the Art Gallery’s future. He
wants Grand Valley to continue
as a leader in innovation that
ensures accessibility on digital
platforms.

Learn more about the Art Gallery’s digital collections and upcoming exhibitions at gvsu.edu/artgallery.
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Nicholus Kopacki, site
director for Traverse
City and PAS assistant
program director, said a
number of factors have
contributed to the satellite
program’s success since
it was established in
Traverse City in 2015.
He said students in the
three graduating classes
have passed the national
certification exam, and
more than 70 percent are
practicing in a rural or
underserved community.
Kopacki added a
recent grant through a
partnership with Munson
Medical Center will fund
training for students in
telemedicine.
More information about
Traverse City’s PAS program
is online at gvsu.edu/pas/
traverse-city-campus-89.htm.
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Mantella, panelists call for
expansion of collaborations,
partnerships to aid health care
talent shortage
President Philomena V. Mantella and
other leaders said collaborations and
partnership among health care institutions,
K-12 schools, colleges and universities are
critical to maintaining and expanding the
health care workforce in the region.
Mantella joined Bill Pink, president of
Grand Rapids Community College, and
human resources leaders from Mercy
Health Saint Mary’s and Spectrum Health
as panelists March 6 at the Health Forum
of West Michigan event held at the DeVos
Center. The monthly series is led by the
Office of the Vice Provost for Health.
Mantella said Grand Valley has a
rich tradition of establishing innovative
community partnerships and delivering
on its promise to produce, in this case,
graduates to fill health care jobs. She added
that expanding those partnerships and
offering new opportunities for learners are
keys to helping ease a critical shortage of
workers in West Michigan and nationally.
Mercer, a global health care staffing
consulting firm, projects the demand for
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health care workers will outpace supply in
five years and estimates the shortage of
jobs at 2.3 million by 2025.
“We are expanding opportunities for
learners through online degree programs
and certificates that will help students
scaffold their credentials into different
careers,” Mantella said.
The expansion of the Health Campus
creates more opportunities for program
expansion and more space for students to
learn, Mantella said. The digital footprint
also expanded with the university’s online
accelerated degree and certificate program.
“Every Grand Valley presence throughout
the state is a talent epicenter to connect
students with emerging opportunities,”
she said.
Pink said traditional partnerships need to
be transformed to meet the needs of health
care employers. He cited GRCC’s Summer
Learning Academy as an example. Area
high school students learn employability
skills, complete job shadow programs, visit
college campuses and earn a stipend for
completing the academy.

Pink said additional funding from the
Doug and Maria DeVos Foundation has
allowed the academy to expand by 100
students this summer.
Pam Ries, chief human resources
officer for Spectrum Health, said the
organization’s executive MBA program, a
partnership with Grand Valley, has given
physicians and other hospital executives
needed business acumen. “It’s making a
difference in our organization; we need
people to know the business of health
care,” she said.
Future positions, Ries said, will
be filled by people who are familiar
with artificial intelligence, marketing
technology, cybersecurity and robotics.

Pictured from left are Bill Pink, Pam
Ries, Jean Nagelkerk, Shana Lewis
and President Philomena V. Mantella
at a Health Forum of West Michigan
event March 6 at the DeVos Center.
(Valerie Wojciechowski)
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Global baller

After 12 years of international pro
basketball, ‘Bean’ comes home
STORY BY MICHELE COFFILL

Callistus Eziukwu has traveled to 13 different
countries for his job. While the sights, people,
food and languages vary greatly, he knows he
will find one constant: basketball.

GLOBAL
LAKERS
Below is a partial list of men’s
basketball alumni who have played
professionally overseas.

CHAZ ROLLINS ’16
United Kingdom
DARREN WASHINGTON ’15
Italy
ROB WOODSON ’14
Azerbaijan, Georgia,
Ukraine
TYRONE LEE ’13
Uruguay, Chile, Australia,
New Zeeland
BRELAND HOGAN ’13
Australia
NICK WADDELL ’12
Uruguay, Argentina
PETE TRAMMELL ’09
Denmark
JASON JAMERSON ’08
Morocco, France
NICK FREER ’08
Germany
DAN REDDER ’07
Denmark
KYLE CARHART ’07
Finland
MARCUS WALLACE ’05 AND ’15
Argentina

Eziukwu, who earned a
bachelor’s degree in movement
science, has played professional
basketball for 18 international
teams since he graduated in
2008. At 34, Eziukwu said this
past season spent in Uruguay
playing for Club Trouville
Montevideo was his last. A
native of Muskegon, Eziukwu
said his young family — wife,
Ashley, and 2-year-old daughter,
Zola — deserve stability.
“It was getting harder and
harder to be away from our
family,” he said.
Eziukwu, known as “Bean,”
is not sure what comes next
but said he looks forward to
the future. “Whatever I do, it is
going to be a whole new world,”
he said. “I will learn everything
all over again.”
After graduating, Eziukwu
played in the summer NBA
league for the Philadelphia
76ers. He then went to France
and found himself on a team
with former teammate Jason
Jamerson, which he said made
the transition to living in
Europe easier.
“My first year in France I
didn’t understand any French,
but found some language
similarities in Spanish. Then I
went to Turkey and Poland and
the languages spoken there were
difficult to catch on to,” he said.
Through his travels, Eziukwu
has developed a method for
learning enough conversational
language to get by, with some
help from his teammates. “They

18
teams

13
countries

always tell me the
bad words first,” he
said with a laugh.
He said Greece has
been his favorite place to
live and he enjoyed Estonia, in
northern Europe near the Baltic Sea.
“Estonia seceded from Russia in 1994,
and had only been its own country for
15 years when I got there. That was cool
to witness,” he said. Eziukwu called
Uruguay, his current home, “peaceful
but really hot.”
The fans in Europe and other
countries where Eziukwu has played
were great, he said. “Some teams are
based in small towns of 5,000 or so, so
everyone comes to the games. It’s really
great. You see people in the grocery store,
and they say ‘Hey’ to you,” he said.
As the starting center for Trouville
Montevideo, Eziukwu averaged 10.9
points and seven rebounds per game this
past season. The defensive prowess he
was known for at Grand Valley remains
true overseas. Eziukwu was named the
Eurobasket.com All-FIBA Europe Cup
Defensive Player of the Year several
times, most recently in 2016.
Eziukwu was inducted into the Laker
Hall of Fame in 2014. He remains the
top record holder in blocked shots, both
single season (114) and career (329), and
fifth all-time in points scored (1,681).
He has learned a lot about
adaptability throughout his travels,
and a lot about himself.
“As a player I’ve grown to understand
it’s the journey not the destination,”
Eziukwu said. “In college we were
always setting goals, like winning the
conference championship. You tend to
forget the importance of every step in
between. As I’ve gotten older,
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GLOBE-TROTTER
CALLISTUS
EZIUKWU
HAS PLAYED IN
FRANCE
TURKEY
MEXICO
ESTONIA
IRAN
POLAND (X2)
UKRAINE
GREECE (X3)
ITALY
ROMANIA
CYPRUS
ISRAEL
URUGUAY (X3)

I understand
that better.”
As he prepares
to step away from
international
basketball, Eziukwu
said he is grateful for
the opportunity to play
hoops after college.
“There is so much
basketball out there,
there are leagues
everywhere,” he said.
“It’s very much been
a blessing to do what
I love.”
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ENTREPRENEURSHIP

The business
of building
people
Fitness facility lets
alumna-owner help
people meet their goals
STORY BY NATE HOEKSTRA /
PHOTO BY VALERIE WOJCIECHOWSKI

Foundries are factories
that produce castings by
taking raw materials,
adding energy to change
their form, and then
molding the product into
a new, improved shape.
Kris Smith ’13 had that very
molding process in mind when
she named her premiere personal
training and group fitness gym
Foundry 13, located off 13 Mile Road
in Detroit.
“This place is just like metal
casting; I’ve got all these raw bits of
metal coming in and I’m going to
sculpt them into the best stuff I can,”
Smith said.
Smith said her business is based
on her desire to help people achieve
their goals, and owning her own gym
and having personal interactions
with clients was a way she was able
to do work meaningful to her.
She’s the owner, president
and founder of a gym that she is
passionate about running. Smith
admits that even a few years ago, she
wasn’t confident an entrepreneurial
path was one she wanted to pursue.
She had been working as a
personal trainer after graduating
from Grand Valley, and grew her
career by working for different
athletic training facilities in the
area. Smith pursued advanced
training certifications and got to the
point where she found leadership
opportunities, but quickly discovered
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that those roles would either require her to
train other personal trainers, or to spend
much more time behind a computer.
“The options weren’t right. It was going to
be more computer time and less memberfacing. And I really thrive on this interaction,
on the face-to-face of personally handling
people’s goals,” Smith said.
Smith said a series of discussions with
her partner led her to realize her long-term
goals were not going to happen, and she
knew she needed change.
“I was kind of expressing frustrations to
her, because I’m somebody who has always
wanted a little more. She said, ‘Well, I guess
it’s just time to open your own gym,’” Smith
said. “I kind of laughed and said, ‘No, people
like me don’t do those sorts of things,’ and
she said right back, ‘What are you talking
about? It’s clearly the next step.’”
As an allied health science major at
Grand Valley, Smith had the personal
training aspect of a business handled.
As a business minor, Smith said she was
pleasantly surprised with how easily
she was able to transition from employee
to owner.
“Taking business classes like accounting
and management really diversified what
I had to do,” Smith said. “The classes I
thought I would never use are what I use
every day here. It’s been really nice.”
Smith said Grand Valley also helped her
in other ways. She grew up playing softball
and other sports, played softball for her
community college, but found another
meaningful sports family at GVSU.
As a student employee, Smith worked as
a trainer with many players on the women’s
club rugby team, and said they would
socialize by playing basketball and soccer.
The students continually tried to get her to
play on the rugby team.
“I was almost 21-years-old, I’m not
picking up a new sport, especially one
where you guys tackle each other. I ended
up doing it and leading all of Division II in
points scored. When I graduated and moved
to Detroit, I played rugby until a year and a
half ago,” Smith said. “It was one of the
best things I could have ever done to
meet people.”
Smith also said she’s glad she chose
Grand Valley. Her parents encouraged her
to attend a community college and she
was turned on to GVSU by her best friend
from high school who was looking for
a roommate.
“As a kid I moved from a really small town
to a bigger city and school, and I realized
the diversity and ability to find like-minded
people was really important to me. When

Hear from Kris Smith and get a glimpse
of Foundry 13 in a video posted online
at gvsu.edu/gvmagazine.

I got to Grand Valley there were
so many different people, it was
almost impossible not to find my
niche,” Smith said. “I’ve always
been really social, so the fact that I
could hang with so many different
types of people in different groups
was perfect for me.”
Smith said the atmosphere in
her gym is similar to what she saw
at Grand Valley — people who have
found “their people,” are tight-knit
and supportive of each other.
She said the goal-focused
approach of her gym works across
generations, including her work
with elite youth athletes to people
who are in their late 70s, who come
to her for help with normalizing
day-to-day movement.
“I’ve worked with elite athletes
all the way down to people who
are trying to walk properly without
hurting their back,” Smith said. “I
get to help those people and I get
to personally manage them, and
it works for them and it works for
me. I get a lot of gratification from
when people hit their goals.”
Smith said she thought her
current business location would
suit her needs for at least eight
years, but one year after opening,
she’s booked nearly to capacity and
looking to expand. Her plan is to
have a bigger facility where she can
expand personal training and group
exercise classes at an elite level.
“My end game is to have the
premiere fitness facility in metro
Detroit. I want to be the place
people seek out or say, ‘Hey, I know
the trainer at this other place does
the Foundry 13 program,’ and know
it’s solid,” Smith said. “I’m training
other NASM (National Academy
of Sports Medicine) certified
trainers, which is a little scary,
but it’s flattering.”
Foundry 13, Smith said, should
be the place where anyone can
come and challenge themselves.
“I want people to feel challenged.
I feel like if you’re the smartest
person in the room all the time,
or the best athlete in the room at
all times — I’d argue you’re in the
wrong room,” Smith said.
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Roman
the Gym Dog
Smith says her
6-year-old pit bull
named Roman is
the gym’s emotional
support dog, and
jokes that he has been
named employee
of the month at the
gym every month
since opening.
Roman has been
with Smith since she
went to look at dogs
at the shelter, and was
drawn to Roman for
his calm demeanor in
a chaotic setting. She
borrowed money at the
time to buy him, and
he’s been by her side
every step of the way.
“He’s a big lover,” Smith
said. During classes,
Roman can often
be found lying in a
sunny spot next to the
windows, watching the
workouts happen.

The Grand Valley
community
“I told someone I went to
Grand Valley recently and they said,
‘Oh, that’s a kinda smaller school, right?’
and I said, no, it’s between a small private
school and a Big 10-kind of school. But that
size was great for me. It was small enough
I couldn’t go to class and just blend in.
Professors knew me. That was important,
and we knew each other. There was
something for everybody there.”
SUBSECTION NAME HERE
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Scent detectives

Chemistry professor’s research on essential
oils helps train dogs in growing sport
STORY BY PEG WEST / PHOTOS BY AMANDA PITTS

To most onlookers, the two rows of white,
nondescript boxes lined up in a driveway
wouldn’t seem to hold much significance.
But to the energetic rescue dog whose
ears perk at an impossibly cute angle when
anticipating treats, those boxes couldn’t be
more significant. They mean it is time to
go to work.
As Laurie Witucki, professor of chemistry,
sets up the boxes, her dog Rue sits in the
garage, a purposeful gaze affixed on the
containers as she awaits her next step.
Witucki then leads Rue to the boxes.
Upon hearing the search command
“Find it,” Rue quickly sniffs at them, and
then taps one with her paw. “Good girl!”
Witucki calls out. And then Rue moves on,
finding another box to tap.

Rue has found the boxes
containing oils with specific
smells, such as birch. The
activity is part of a growing
sport called canine scent work,
or nosework, modeled after the
training for dogs used in law
enforcement or the military.
Dogs competing in the sport
are trained to locate essential
oils hidden in containers or
vehicles, in indoor and
outdoor settings.
That hobby also led to
research by Witucki on
the essential oils used for
competitions and training,
showing how a wide range
of impurities within the oils,
depending on the vendor, can
affect how the dogs perform
because the smells can
confuse them.
Witucki knows scent is
complex and dogs smell all
of the components in a given
substance, so she said the
chemist in her had a theory
for training. “I’m looking at
what the dog is detecting
through a scientist’s
eyes,” Witucki said.
Laurie Witucki,
professor of
chemistry, with
her dogs Rue, left,
and Gracie. Both
dogs are involved
in nosework
competitions.

“Is there a common
chemical component
in all of the essential
oils that I could just
train on?”
The result: “We didn’t
find the magic molecule.
We found a lot of different
impurities.”
Witucki and fellow
researchers Delaney Johnson
and David Mugica-Canos used
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gas chromatography-mass spectrometry
to separate and identify the components
of certain oils from numerous commercial
suppliers.
They compared those results to
substances they freshly distilled by steam.
They analyzed six oils used extensively
in competition: birch, anise, clove, myrrh,
vetiver and cypress.
The range of impurity levels was a
revelation, Witucki said, adding myrrh is
the most difficult odor to train with because
the commercial oil sometimes contained
98 percent chemical solvent impurities.
The results also led to a resignation on
Witucki’s part: She and other handlers in the
scent work sport need to train on multiple
commercial oils because they never know
which one a judge will choose. Training on
pure oils from a single source is not the best
option due to variations, they discovered.
Johnson, a student researcher studying
chemistry, was a high school student
participating in the competitions when
she first met Witucki. Once she started
attending Grand Valley, Johnson was
thrilled when Witucki approached her with
a chance to conduct research on the oils,
something she did over multiple semesters.
Myrrh became a problem for Johnson
when one of her dogs, a constant winner,
suddenly lost skills when trying to find the
essential oil. She then learned through the
research how impurities affected the scent.
“The analogy I use is that when you walk
into a pizza place, you smell the whole
pizza. A dog separately smells the bread,
the sauce, the cheese and the pepperoni,”
Johnson said. “I was training him on a
cheese pizza and taking him to a show,
asking him to find a piece of pepperoni.”
Johnson, who competes with three
dogs — two Dutch shepherds and a rat
terrier — said it was helpful for her to know
the project from the perspective of the
sport before she knew it from a chemistry
perspective. She was able to take her
new academic knowledge and apply it to
something she already understood.
Witucki has plans to continue the
research by testing dogs competing
at a high level in a double blind study,
setting out a low-quality oil and one of the
discovered chemical impurities to see which
one the canines hit on.
While this continued research is
providing important data for a growing and
popular sport, it has additional benefits,
Witucki said. Students in her research
lab and chemistry classes are learning
about the processes for analyzing these
substances. Also, as people use essential
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oils for everything from aromatherapy to
dietary supplements, it’s helpful to know
that oils have different levels of purity and
they do not go bad.
Witucki said the research has also
helped her foresee blending her scientific
background with the sniffing prowess of
dogs to potentially unlock more benefits
for humans.
“As a scientist, how can I help make
them better detectors?” Witucki said. “I
see this research as a building block. Once
I understand the chemicals in these oils
and what dogs detect, are there molecules
that they can also be trained on for the
detection of things like cancer?”
For now, Witucki is enjoying finding out
more about oils for a sport that she loves.
While Rue, listed as a golden retriever/
border collie mix but described by Witucki
as “100 percent all-American adorable
howler” is one of the sport’s top dogs in
the nation, Witucki also competes with her
10-year-old golden retriever, Gracie, who is
retired from agility competitions.
In fact, the sport is a beneficial,
low-impact activity for those with a senior
dog, said Witucki, who also believes it
strengthens the bond between human
and canine.
“Any dog can do it,” Witucki said. “It’s an
accessible sport and dogs love to have a
task. And it gives them something to do in
Michigan winters.”

(“Rue”) Rua Red
Fitzpatrick is one
of the nation’s top
dogs in the sport
as evidenced by
the ribbons lining
the training room.

Watch Laurie
Witucki lead her
dogs through
canine nosework
in a video posted
online at gvsu.edu/
gvmagazine.
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“

I get the rush from seeing
the performer succeed
and helping them
achieve their goals.”
CHRISTOPHER
CHASE CARTER ’09
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Off-stage presence

Graduate’s growing choreography, directing career
imbued with lessons from performing
STORY BY PEG WEST / PHOTOS BY KENDRA STANLEY-MILLS

The stage is truth for
Christopher Chase Carter.
It requires transparency.
There is no hiding.
And then there’s the moment when you
know you made contact with the audience.
“I love the feeling of being on the stage
affecting someone’s life, and bringing joy
or light to someone’s day,” said Carter ’09.
“If you hear them laugh, you know you
changed the mood, even if they have had
the worst day.”
There is also another truth for Carter.
Even with the fulfillment he gets from
performing and the regard professionals
hold for his work on stage, Carter is
steadfast that the contribution he wants to
make in the theater is as a choreographer
and director.
“I wanted to perform because I knew I
had to do it to get to this point, but I have
always wanted to create,” he explained.
“I get the rush from seeing the performer
succeed and helping them achieve their
goals. That makes me so proud.”
Carter infuses that passionate pursuit
with a strong work ethic, one of the
hallmarks he showed as a student while
earning a bachelor’s degree in dance.
One snapshot of his schedule early
in 2020 showed him directing and
choreographing the show “Legally Blonde:
The Musical” at Northwestern University;
in Grand Rapids to hold auditions for
“The Wiz” at Grand Rapids Civic Theatre;
and on tap as co-choreographer for a
production of “Children of Eden” in
Chicago. That production was filled
with veterans of both Broadway and
Chicago stages.
His days were equally filled while at
Grand Valley, though his route to settling
in as a Laker was a bit circuitous. Carter’s
hometown is Muskegon, where he was a
mascot and cheerleader for Muskegon High
School, played sports and participated in
the musical theater department.

After high school, he was at
Grand Valley for one semester
until he had an opportunity to
attend the Debbie Allen Dance
Academy in California. After his
time there, he was accepted to
the summer intensive program at
The Ailey School. He eventually
returned to Grand Valley after a
stint at Blue Lake Fine Arts Camp.
While at Grand Valley, he
enhanced his time as a student as
a cheerleader and choreographer
for the dance, cheer and color
guard teams. But he especially
made a mark at what is now the
Haas Center for Performing Arts.
It was in the dance wing of the
building where Dale Schriemer
discovered Carter’s talent.
Schriemer, professor of voice
and Grand Valley Opera Theatre
director, heard Carter imitating
Mufasa from “The Lion King.”
“He had this Darth Vader-type
voice. I said, ‘Who are you?’ and I
sort of took him under my wing,”
Schriemer said.
Carter’s on-campus
performance as the lead in
“Ragtime,” an emotionally
taxing role, was brilliant,
Schriemer said. Schriemer
saw a bright future for Carter
as a performer but quickly
learned that he wanted offstage roles. Schriemer was
equally impressed with Carter’s
commitment to that route.
“I liked him so much on stage
that I was shocked when he said
he wanted to shift to becoming a
stage director and choreographer.
His choices were clear. His inner
compass was strong,” Schriemer
said. “Chris is self-motivated.
I am very impressed by how he
defines himself.”

Schriemer is grateful for the
relationships Carter is building in
the Chicago theater world, saying
Grand Valley also benefits from those
connections. He is also amazed that
with all of his successes, Carter
still likes to occasionally work on
a campus production.
Carter sees the benefit of growth while
also maintaining connections. His said his
most important connection has been his
2017 marriage to Loren Connell, giving
him the support to continue to reach.

While his days on the professional
stage with the likes of Dance Chicago and
performing across the country in iconic
musical theater productions are behind
him, he keeps as his ultimate goal work on
one of the biggest international stages.
“I want to be one of the choreographers
for the opening ceremony of the
Olympics,” he said. “That is a dream of
mine. I love creating art, and I plan to
pursue that goal until it happens.”

ARTS
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Empowering new development

Alumna is at the center of Detroit’s big comeback, securing millions
of dollars to transform city neighborhoods

STORY BY DOTTIE BARNES / PHOTO BY VALERIE WOJCIECHOWSKI

Joining Invest Detroit meant I
could influence a $250 million
urban development strategy and
ensure that people of color and
women entrepreneurs get the
money they need to realize their
development aspirations
in Detroit.
G R A ND VA LLE Y M AG AZ INE
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Our five-year goal is $250
million in investments, which
means about 40 projects. We’re
taking calculated risks on these
neighborhoods. We’re dipping
our toes into the water first and
hoping others follow behind us.
Your banking career included
several years at JPMorgan
Chase, where you oversaw a
$150 million investment to
help revitalize the city.
Yes, I spent nine months
creating a plan to make
investments in the city. I had
the opportunity to say how we
should place those dollars in
the market place. It had to be an
investment in order to send a
different kind of message — that
this big bank is willing to take
a risk on the city. We were not
just giving it away and hoping
for the best; we expected we
were going to get our money
back. That investment put
Detroit in a global spotlight.
What led you back to Detroit after
graduating from Grand Valley?
I initially came back because
my father was ill. I grew up in
northwest Detroit and I tell
people I didn’t know I was in love
with the city until I came back.
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I work with banking institutions
and developers across Detroit
to start housing projects and
commercial revitalization.
We take blighted buildings,
structures and vacant land and
figure out how we can use our
financing capabilities to get
those buildings and spaces back
into productive use and make
it beautiful again. Marrying
the worlds of banking and real
estate became a lifelong focus
of mine.

We’ve raised $56 million to
use over five years to establish
our Strategic Neighborhood
Fund. We started with three
pilot neighborhoods and the
first to launch is called “The
Coe,” which is along Coe and
Van Dyke avenues in the West
Village neighborhood. This is
the first new development in this
area in decades. We also have
construction projects underway
for affordable housing and
restaurants along McNichols
(6 Mile Road) and Livernois.

ard
dw

You’ve been working for Invest
Detroit about a year and a half.
Describe your job and why you
decided to work there.

What project are you
working on now?

o
wo

From offices on the 17th floor
of a skyscraper high atop
the Renaissance Center in
downtown Detroit, Tosha Tabron
has a beautiful view of the city.
That amazing view is not
far away from neighborhoods
where, thanks to Tabron, the
view is changing, as abandoned
buildings are transformed into
affordable housing units and
restaurants.
After a 20-year career
in nonprofit financing and
philanthropy for the banking
industry, Tabron joined
Invest Detroit, a community
development financial
institution. As senior vice
president of lending, Tabron ’99
is helping ignite economic
growth in some of Detroit’s
most rundown neighborhoods.
She spoke with Grand Valley
Magazine about her successful
banking and real estate career,
her love for the Motor City
and the part she is playing in
Detroit’s path to revitalization.

LIV/6 PROJECT
Liv/6, along the
7300/7400 blocks of West
McNichols, is one of Invest
Detroit’s neighborhood
revitalization areas. Four
developments are planned
and underway, all led by
developers who are women
or people of color.
Two vacant storefronts
will be combined into one
large restaurant space
called Detroit Pizza
Bar, that will include an
open kitchen, woodfire
and gas pizza ovens and
outdoor seating
Speramus Partners will
develop a gathering
space that will include
a restaurant and bar
meant to celebrate
local culture
The Atrium project will
include newly built
affordable housing to
encourage University of
Detroit Mercy students
and faculty to move
across Livernois to the
6 Mile corridor
A 4,000-square-foot
building will be restored
to support emerging
entrepreneurs looking
to start and expand
their business

I realized what was happening to
Detroit, but the revitalization wasn’t
happening at the scale it was for
other cities. With my education and
interest in banking, I knew I wanted
to learn how to bring resources to
the city and use my skillset to make
a difference in the place where I
was raised and the place where I
would establish roots.
You knew you wanted to be a
banker in the first grade.
How did that happen?
My parents took me to the bank
to open a savings account and I
watched one of the tellers counting
all that money. I couldn’t believe
she had a job that involved
handling money all day. I thought,
I want one of those jobs.
I majored in business
administration and management
at Grand Valley and worked as a
teller in Grand Rapids at a bank
and at a credit union. So, at that
first sight of money, I was hooked.
Your parents played an important
part in your education, teaching you
about the value of money.
My parents started college but
didn’t finish their degrees. They
retired from the post office, and
my father was also a Realtor. He
brought me into that financial
space early on.
They did a lot with a little. I thought
my parents were wealthy; we didn’t
have a mortgage on our home and
we traveled a lot. Well, my parents
didn’t make a lot of money but
they knew how to hold on to it.
They were very smart about their
spending and they taught us at
an early age to save money and to
invest. They passed their wisdom
onto us — my brother and myself.
What drew you to Grand Valley?
Grand Valley representatives came
to my high school, Renaissance
High School, and they saw
something in me. I applied and

For more information about other Invest Detroit neighborhood projects, visit investdetroit.com
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ABOUT
HEATHER LY ZAK
WORK
Senior Director of Research
Finance and Operations for
Spectrum Health
FAMILY
Married to John Zak;
two children Jacob (9),
Jameson (6)
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SUPPORTING FUTURE LEADERS

Alumni leader understands importance
of building community and giving back
Heather Ly Zak ’98 and ’20
Your family came to the
U.S. through sponsorship.
Talk more about your
background.
My family and I lived in a
Malaysian refugee camp for
more than two years when I was
younger, awaiting sponsorship
to the United States. When
we moved to West Michigan,
we were embraced by the
community. I grew up in West
Michigan and met my husband,
John Zak, shortly after
graduating with my bachelor’s
degree from Grand Valley. I’m
a certified public accountant
in the State of Michigan and
currently the senior director
of Research Finance and
Operations at Spectrum Health.
Why did you attend
Grand Valley?
I wanted to stay in West
Michigan and Grand Valley
offered an exceptional
education at an affordable
cost, and with a welcoming
atmosphere. I have many
fond memories and lifelong
friends through Grand Valley.
How did you become
interested in the
health care field?
Growing up, I knew I wanted to
work in the nonprofit industry
for the chance to give back
and to help make a difference.
Prior to joining Spectrum
Health, I was the controller for
another nonprofit organization
and privileged to work with
an executive who was a great
leader. He encouraged me
to pursue the opportunity in
health care. I’m glad I did,
given Spectrum’s mission.

INTERVIEW BY AMY BROSS ’00 / PHOTO BY AMANDA PITTS

What does your
job involve?
I work in the Spectrum
Health Office of Research
and Education (SHORE),
supporting the Research
Finance, Sponsored Programs
and Medical Education Finance
teams. My team and I partner
with stakeholders to advance
health and inspire hope through
integrated clinical practice.
I’m lucky to work for an
organization that invests in
employee education. It has
allowed me the opportunity to
pursue my second MBA.
I will graduate from the
Seidman College of Business
through the Spectrum Health
EMBA program.
What has inspired you?
Spectrum Health’s mission of
improving health, inspiring
hope and saving lives. It
inspires me to work hard in
hopes of making a difference
for our patients.
Tell us an interesting
fact about you.
I put my career first, had kids
later in life and struggled
with infertility due to medical
complications. We were finally
blessed with a second child
via surrogate (my husband’s
amazing aunt). It was a difficult
journey, but it made me
stronger, taught me to never
give up, and to appreciate my
family even more.

Grand Valley has changed
since you were an
undergraduate student.
What do you like best about
campus now?
I’ve been attending the Seidman
College of Business for the past
few years and value its beautiful
facility and close proximity to
downtown. It is exciting to see
the growth and impact to the
community as a result of Grand
Valley’s expansion.
Why is the Daniel and
Pamella DeVos Center for
Interprofessional Health
important to you?

education. Becoming an Alumni
Champion gives me the chance
to give back.
What do you say to other
people to encourage them
to give back?
I encourage others to stay
connected through the many
opportunities provided by
Grand Valley, whether it is
through volunteering, engaging
with others or making a
donation. Together we can
make a difference for
future Lakers.

Its state-of-the-art space and
equipment for students to
learn, and it will bring more
opportunities for collaboration
with community partners.
How will your gift to
the DeVos Center for
Interprofessional Health
make a positive impact on
students?
My husband and I decided
to give to the DeVos Center
for Interprofessional Health
to help make a difference in
our community. Working
in research and medical
education, I recognize
the importance of having
innovative and collaborative
space for students to allow
greater success.
Why did you want to be
an Alumni Champion?
As a first-generation American,
born in Vietnam of Chinese
descent, I’m grateful for
the support I received from
others for my undergraduate

ALUMNI
LEADERSHIP
CIRCLE

Members of the
Alumni Leadership
Circle unlock the potential
in students,
the university and
the community.
Joining the Circle
is one way to
give back and leave your
Laker legacy
like Heather.
To learn more, visit
gvsu.edu/giving/circle
or call (616) 331-6000.
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A LU M N I P R O F I L E

Geology alumnus works with
global team on mission to Mars
Ashley ’87 plans scientific experiments for InSight lander
STORY BY MICHELE COFFILL

James Ashley ’87 had no
problem transitioning to
working from home during
a shelter-in-place order by
California’s governor in midMarch as COVID-19 spread
through the state.
Ashley, who earned a
bachelor’s degree in geology
from Grand Valley, has
become accustomed to virtual
meetings and teleconferences
with scientists and engineers
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around the world as they work
together to remotely guide
a robotic lander through
experiments and data
collection on Mars.
Ashley, who received the
2012 Distinguished Alumni
Award from Grand Valley,
has found his dream job. As a
planetary scientist and deputy
science operations coordinator
for NASA’s InSight mission, he
is responsible for integrating
science activities for the lander
to perform on Mars.

“Understanding data
collected from this unique
Mars mission will provide
us with basic geophysical
information desired since the
1970s,” Ashley said. “We know
the seismology of the Earth
and Moon and Mars is halfway
in size between the Earth and
Moon; we can use InSight to
fill some significant knowledge
gaps that can be extrapolated
to other planets in the solar
system, and possibly even to
other star systems.”

This data will help NASA
scientists understand more
about the parameters of Mars’
core, the thickness of its crust
and mantle, history of the
magnetic field, and other key
information for the planet,
Ashley said. He said data so far
shows several small quakes
on Mars, but no significant
meteoroid impacts yet.
Ashley’s office is at the NASA
Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL)
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James Ashley is pictured with his children,
Rose and Rhys. (courtesy photo)
This artist’s concept depicts
NASA’s InSight lander after it
has deployed its instruments
on the Martian surface.
(courtesy NASA/JPL-Caltech)

at the California Institute of
Technology in Pasadena. His
work at JPL started when
he received a post-doctoral
fellowship in 2014 to work
on landing site selection for
InSight and the Mars 2020
rover, Perseverance. The
work carried over from his
doctoral degree at Arizona
State University in planetary
remote sensing geophysics.
He was in Nice, France,
for an InSight conference
in February to discuss the
latest science data and lander
operations. The team includes
scientists and engineers from
France, Germany, England,
Switzerland and Spain.
Ashley has a hypothesis
about the differences
between NASA scientists and
engineers that is reminiscent
of banter viewers of TV’s “Big
Bang Theory” would hear:
“I say that we scientists are
not necessarily the cleverest
people at JPL because we can
afford to be dead wrong about
things, the engineers cannot.”
For someone with a passion
for astronomy, Ashley said
Grand Valley and its Geology
Department were a perfect fit.
“Grand Valley was just
wonderful. It was the
perfect place for me, and my
professors were able to spend
a lot of time with students
helping them pursue their
passions,” he said. Ashley
earned a master’s degree
in geological science from
Michigan State University.
Ashley’s wife is also a
Grand Valley graduate. Mary
(Graff) Ashley ’97 is a film
editor who has worked on

film and TV projects such
as “The Lord of the Rings”
franchise, “King Kong,” “Lost,”
“Darkest Hour,” among other
productions. Mary and other
Los Angeles-based film alumni
invited a group of Grand Valley
students to tour various film
studios like Fox, Amasia
Entertainment, Dreamworks
and Disney Animation Studios.
Ashley, too, maintains
connections with his alma
mater. He was scheduled to
visit professor John Weber’s
geology class in April, but
that was canceled due to
the pandemic.
While the mission for the
InSight lander continues,
Ashley looks ahead to other
NASA projects. He submitted
a proposal to participate as a
science team member of the
Mars 2020 rover mission,
which is scheduled for launch
in July.
That mission is designed
to select and cache samples

for eventual return to Earth
with the hopes of resolving
questions relating to the
astrobiology of Mars, Ashley
said, including, “Are we alone?”
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Mary (Graff) Ashley ’97,
far left, is pictured with a
group of GVSU students
who were invited to tour
Los Angeles film studios.
Ashley is a film editor.
(courtesy photo)
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F E AT U R E

Alumni have
bright ideas
Librarian teaches design
thinking process to 80 alumni
PHOTOS BY ELIZABETH LIENAU

Sticky problems are
everywhere — in businesses,
organizations, institutions and
in the community.
During a workshop led
by Kristin Meyer ’01, user
experience librarian,
80 participants learned about
design thinking, a process used
for creative problem solving.
The workshop focused on
using design thinking to view
situations from other people’s
perspectives in order to
create better solutions, plans
and products.
Alumni received hands-on
experience with techniques
that translate across
many industries.
“I liked how engaging and
applicable it was.”
“I loved this program. It was
engaging and I could apply
it to my job.”
“I liked how it was interactive
and encouraged us to use this
thinking in our life.”

Workshop speaker
Kristin Meyer ’01,
GVSU user experience
librarian, presents a
workshop on design
thinking.

See more photos
in a gallery at
gvsu.edu/alumni/
brightideasgallery.

“Enjoyed meeting positive/
like-minded people. I value the
ideation methods shared and
demonstrated.”
“Enjoyed the encouragement
to collaborate. I saw how the
activities could benefit the
company immediately.”

F E AT UR E

ALUMNi_p4.indd 35

Future Bright Ideas
Breakfasts will
be posted on the
events calendar:
gvsu.edu/alumni/
events.
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EVENTS

12.16.19

DETROIT ALUMNI CLUB
HOLIDAY PARTY

12.3.19

LAKER
CONNECTIONS:
GIVING TUESDAY

12.14.19

HOLIDAY BRUNCH WITH SANTA AND LOUIE

12.9.19

NYC ALUMNI CLUB TOURS THE
MUSEUM OF MODERN ART
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12.14.19

DALLAS ALUMNI CLUB
HOLIDAY BRUNCH
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2.6.20

TRAVERSE CITY
ALUMNI CLUB
HAPPY HOUR

2.25.20

LAKER CONNECTIONS:
ARCADE NIGHT

2.9.20

DETROIT RED WINGS
GVSU DAY

12.12.19

CHICAGO ALUMNI CLUB AT
LINCOLN PARK ZOO BREWLIGHTS

UPCOMING
EVENTS WILL
BE POSTED
ON THE EVENTS
CALENDAR:
GVSU.EDU/
ALUMNI/EVENTS
EVENTS
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LAKER LANDINGS

Share your update!
These Lakers are staying connected by using our
Laker Landings website, gvsu.edu/lakerlandings.
WEDDING

Anna (Gottschalk) Austin ’14
and Brenden Austin ’14
were married in Detroit on
October 26, 2019,
surrounded by friends
and fellow Lakers.

IN MEMORIAM
Jerome F. Benton

B.S., 1975, of Comstock Park,
on December 12, 2019

Rick S. Brand

COMMUNIT Y
INVOLVEMENT

BIRTH/ADOPTION

Vincent
Persichetti ’14 and
Lauren (Winarski)
Persichetti ’14
had triplets. Sophia
Louise, Vincent Paolo
and Charlotte Ann
were born on
November 15, 2019.
CAREER UPDATE

Falon Peters ’04 was
promoted to executive
vice president at
LaFleur Marketing
in August 2019.

Kalvin DaRonne Harvell,
Ph.D., Ed.S., ’97, is a
professor of sociology/
coordinator of the Black
Male and Quintessential,
Unique, Essence of
Ebony, Necessary,
Sisters (QUEENS) Focus
Group, a comprehensive
academic and social
support network at Henry
Ford College. Harvell is
the founder and chair of
the annual Black Male
Retention and Success
Conference held at
the college.

B.S., 1992, of Holland,
on January 7, 2020

James E. Glasen

B.A.S., 1984, of Muskegon,
on January 27, 2020

Darcy J. Hoppman

M.S., 1996, of Grand Rapids,
on February 10, 2020

Michelle L. Messer

B.B.A., 2003, and M.B.A., 2012, of
Muskegon, on December 18, 2019

Linda L. McDonald
M.Ed., 1988, of Sparta,
on January 8, 2020

Jan M. Ortiz

B.A., 1984, of Grand Rapids,
on February 21, 2020

Emily C. Pennington

Stay in touch, network and get involved!
Visit gvsu.edu/alumni or follow us
on our social media channels!

M.Ed., 1996, of Grand Rapids,
on January 9, 2020

Kathryn M. Six

B.B.A., 1989, of Spring Lake,
on November 18, 2019

Dennis C. Stovall

M.B.A., 1997, of Grand Rapids,
on February 8, 2020
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LAKER LANDINGS

Share your update!

You see it every day.

These Lakers are staying connected by using our
Laker Landings website, gvsu.edu/lakerlandings.
WEDDING

Anna (Gottschalk) Austin ’14
and Brenden Austin ’14
were married in Detroit on
October 26, 2019,
surrounded by friends
and fellow Lakers.

IN MEMORIAM
Jerome F. Benton

B.S., 1975, of Comstock Park,
on December 12, 2019

Rick S. Brand

COMMUNIT Y
INVOLVEMENT

BIRTH/ADOPTION

Vincent
Persichetti ’14 and
Lauren (Winarski)
Persichetti ’14
had triplets. Sophia
Louise, Vincent Paolo
and Charlotte Ann
were born on
November 15, 2019.
CAREER UPDATE

Falon Peters ’04 was
promoted to executive
vice president at
LaFleur Marketing
in August 2019.

Kalvin DaRonne Harvell,
Ph.D., Ed.S., ’97, is a
professor of sociology/
coordinator of the Black
Male and Quintessential,
Unique, Essence of
Ebony, Necessary,
Sisters (QUEENS) Focus
Group, a comprehensive
academic and social
support network at Henry
Ford College. Harvell is
the founder and chair of
the annual Black Male
Retention and Success
Conference held at
the college.

B.S., 1992, of Holland,
on January 7, 2020

James E. Glasen

B.A.S., 1984, of Muskegon,
on January 27, 2020

West Michigan is at the center of the Laker Effect.
Here, you’ll find Lakers contributing their skills
and drive to its considerable growth — as analysts
and engineers, biochemists and health professionals,
leaders of business and community. Every day
your support for Grand Valley demonstrates
the power of what can be.

Darcy J. Hoppman

M.S., 1996, of Grand Rapids,
on February 10, 2020

Michelle L. Messer

B.B.A. 2003, and M.B.A., 2012, of
Muskegon, on December 18, 2019

Linda L. McDonald
M.Ed., 1988, of Sparta,
on January 8, 2020

Jan M. Ortiz

B.A., 1984, of Grand Rapids,
on February 21, 2020

Emily C. Pennington

Stay in touch, network and get involved!
Visit gvsu.edu/alumni or follow us
on our social media channels!

M.Ed., 1996, of Grand Rapids,
on January 9, 2020

Kathryn M. Six

B.B.A., 1989, of Spring Lake,
on November 18, 2019

Dennis C. Stovall

M.B.A., 1997, of Grand Rapids,
on February 8, 2020

gvsu.edu/OurLakerEffect
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